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  PRAISE FOR HEX-RATED


  “Steeped in the style of 1970s pulp detective fiction . . . Brimstone is cut from the cloth of the classic wisecracking detective, and Ridler peppers the text with perfectly pitched hard-boiled vernacular. The novel’s wild mix of comedy and supernatural perils bodes well for its detective’s future adventures.”—Publishers Weekly


  “Rollicking, exotic, and pulpy to the max.”—B&N Sci-Fi & Fantasy Blog


  “Terrific fun, dripping with rich period detail and nods to Ed Wood movies and Jack Kirby comics. Smutty, profane, and unapologetically slathered in pulp, Hex-Rated is a loving homage to all the musty, dogeared paperbacks stuffed in the used bookstore’s spinner rack.”—Jason Heller, NPR


  “The book inside is even better than the cover. . . . This is the first of the Brimstone Files novels, and I can’t wait for the next one. Filthy, magical, and dangerous, Hex-Rated and Jason Ridler should both definitely be on your radar.”—Other Worlds Than These


  “Fast paced, clever, and a great example of world-building . . . it has everything you should be looking for in a supernatural-drenched thriller. And that cover art is sweet.”—Bob Freeman, Occult Detective and author of Keepers of the Dead


  “A contender for Best Book of the Year! . . . a page-turner in every sense of the word. The next book cannot come fast enough! Thank you, Jason Ridler, for sharing James Brimstone with us!”—The Bone Breaker


  “This is the stuff cult movies are made of. Hex-Rated is a mash-up of Magic Castle, A Boy Named Sue, and Lair of the White Worm. . . . Overall, fun and appropriately tawdry as the cover implies.”—No Glitter Blown


  “Retro-pulp smut that reads like a cartoony Rockford Files mixed with a porno flick that’s trying to ape Hammer Horror. . . . it might be cartoony, but it’s nice to read something that delights in being so richly itself.”—10 Bad Habits
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  Thanks to the following: Nick Mamatas for reasons that are Cosmic Top Secret; Cory Allyn and Jeremy Lassen for their continued support; and to the Amazing Kate Marshall for her many insights. And, of course, to everyone spending their cash and time to hang with Brimstone: thanks again. Let’s do it again soon!


  To James Gladstone Ridler. You watched as I injected my eyeballs with awful horror films, comic books, and pro wrestling, and politely enjoyed them from the sidelines. And yet you gave me a powerful lesson on storytelling. When I took you to see an X-Men movie, I realized you had no idea who the X-Men were but went anyway just to be with your son. “Dad,” I asked, “did you have any idea what the hell was going on in that flick?” Your response? “Sure. Good guys were underdogs and the bad boy liked the redhead.” Plus ça change. Thanks for all the love and support for your misfit son.


  “Los Angeles is a microcosm of the United States. If L.A. falls, the country falls.”


  —Ice-T


  “Barbarism is the natural state of mankind. Civilization is unnatural. It is a whim of circumstance. And barbarism must always ultimately triumph.”


  —Robert E. Howard
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  I CHECKED THE REARVIEW JUST IN CASE AN ANGRY member of the California Magi Rocketeers Sex Club had any funny ideas about leaving their clubhouse in upscale Inglewood and following me. But the reflection held only the tired wheels of Los Angeles on a Friday morning. I eased off the gas so Lilith hummed down Slauson at an easy thirty miles per hour, her brand-new paint job, detailed interior, and spotless windshield making her look like a million dollars, despite the fact that Dodge Darts weren’t exactly in vogue.


  Yet another reason I loved her. About the only advice my former mentor, the diabolical Edgar Vance, had given me that seemed to hold true once I was outside his thrall was: if you care what people think, they own you.


  “Heinous,” said the uptight voice in the passenger seat.


  I put a little more heat on the gas because Cactus Hayes would never forgive me for missing a Legion event I promised to attend . . . even if I was finishing a case en route. I just hoped my suit from the good folks at Goodwill—a subtle orange and brown windowpane plaid—wasn’t too wrinkled. Knowing Cactus, his dress greens would be starched to perfection.


  “Sickening,” said the lady’s voice from the passenger seat. I tapped the scab on my right palm like Spider-Man slinging a web. The callus had hardened from where I’d stopped a bullet two months ago, when I’d nearly become a catalyst in a ceremony of dark magic and pornography. Sure, I’d saved L.A., but man, this callus was—


  “Unbelievable.”


  Mandy Jefferson sat with photos in her lap, my straightest client since the nightmare of Tabitha Vance had come to life and attempted to birth a Nazi kraken on a pornographer’s epic movie set. Mandy was normal. Normal looking. Normal pretty. Normal fears. But her husband—


  Mandy’s burgundy-nailed fingers plucked through pictures of Peter dressed in “wizard” robes: getting his prick sucked by a woman in black lace, hands tied behind her back, his glasses on the tip of his nose; next, he is anally penetrating another male wizard against a Stonehenge backdrop and wearing what appeared to be a fighter-jock’s helmet, complete with oxygen mask that had been gimmicked to have its tube reach his sub-missive’s mouth; and lastly, my personal fave, a third-class Jane Fonda in full Barbarella outfit, on all fours, receiving two gentleman in deep sea diving helmets at the same time. They looked like stills from a sexed-up version of Plan 9 from Outer Space.


  “This is just sick.”


  I grinned. Lying to your wife about your time in a gonzo science fiction sex cult? Sure, that’s wrong, and maybe even sick. But enjoying one? I chalked that up to personal taste, but that wasn’t what Mandy needed to hear right now.


  “The truth is weirder than fiction,” I said. “That’s how you know it’s true.”


  Her lips pursed as she tossed the photos to the floor by her very practical stack-heeled brown shoes. “But this is twisted, perverted. Like some bad pulp novel.”


  “Wouldn’t know; never read them.”


  I loved this case. Sure, it was a little twisted, but there was not one slice of magic I could taste. Peter and all of his gang were pretenders. All amateur-hour kids dabbling in magic but no threat to anyone, just people who read Aleister Crowley and think orgasms are the secret sauce to magic potions. The invisible scars Edgar Vance had dug into my aura had taught me many things—including that real magic was about suffering and slavery. Real magic was ugly as an executioner’s heart.


  The Rocketeer Sex Club was just that, a sex club with a fetish for Crowley’s era of the Ordo Templi Orientis and an idiot’s version of Vodou, but with a sci-fi twist and a hilarious newsletter called Uranus Rising that included porn stories with libertarian Martians made of Jell-O and willpower. Every paragraph made me spill my Dubonnet.


  Mandy crossed her arms, as if to hold back the tears that would transform her thick eyeliner into dark rivers heading for her blushing cheeks. “I’m a modern woman,” she said defensively. “But I can’t stomach perversion. This stuff is not natural.”


  I smiled, nodded, and decided that sharing my opinion was a great way not to get paid.


  “James, how do you live with this filth?”


  “Live with it?”


  “The cases you take, are they like mine?”


  “How?”


  “Unnatural. We seem to be living in an age of hedonism and perversion. What Peter’s doing is . . . out of a nightmare.”


  And one woman’s nightmare is another man’s playground, I could hear Edgar saying in the back of my mind. My skull shuddered.


  “I’m sorry,” Mandy said. “I didn’t mean to make you ill. You must see so many terrible things.”


  I exhaled hard and silent through my nose so it didn’t sound as if I was contemptuous of Mandy’s delicate sensibilities. “I’ve seen a lot of stuff, Mandy. To do what I do, you need to understand a range of human experiences, even ones you dislike, that scare you, or make you feel estranged. I try to be empathetic to all parties while serving my client’s . . .”


  Mandy had returned to the photos and was traumatizing herself with the Chinese finger cuff routine her husband and a buddy performed on a woman with a rocket painted on her back.


  “. . . I’ll drop you off at your school. Do you want me to keep the photos for you? I can’t send them through the mail without being brought up on obscenity charges.”


  “What? No . . . no,” she said, eyes lingering on the dirty pic. “No. I should keep these. As evidence.”


  I kept my grin steady so as not to ruin the rational thoughts I suspected covered something darker flickering in her mind.


  And that’s when I heard it.


  A cranky, revved-up throttle akin to the distorted saxophone on the Munsters theme song served as preamble before I caught sight of smoke in the rearview mirror. And in front of that smoke was a roadster ripping through traffic faster than the first sip off a drunk’s flask.


  “What in heaven’s name is that sound?” Mandy said, then turned. “Good God! Is that . . .”


  It was.


  Ramming up West Slauson Avenue was a tricked-out roadster that would have looked futuristic when Peter started at the Jet Propulsion Lab back in the fifties: a pulsing red rocket car with wings and three wheels, smoke billowing out of a wheezy exhaust pipe above what looked like two rocket engines. Inside a glass bubble atop the contraption, manipulating the controls, sat the man of the hour: Peter Jefferson.


  Jefferson’s amplified voice punctured the L.A. afternoon like an electric whoopee cushion that had been taught how to speak.


  “MANDY! STOP! DESIST! I COMMAND YOU!”


  “Command?” Mandy said. Sticking her head out the window, hands still gripping the evidence, she shouted, “I command you to go to hell Peter, you dirty . . . bastard!”


  I hit the gas to give her insult meaning and get some distance, but the rocket car was piercing through traffic like a crimson needle. The American Legion Hall—where Cactus had ordered me to be before noon—was only three blocks ahead at the intersection of South Harcourt. But I had to stop this mad scientist of sex before he killed us all.


  “YOU ARE BOUND TO ME BY COSMIC FORCES!” Jefferson bellowed. In my side mirror, I saw him slipping past a yellow tow truck and a VW bug. “SUBMIT AND YOU WILL BE GIVEN PLEASURES KNOWN ONLY TO THE STARS!”


  “It’s over, Pete!” Mandy yelled, then stuck out the picture. “I’ve got all the evidence to sue you to death here on Earth, you pathetic egghead! Try commanding me again!”


  The rocket car blasted forward to parallel me. We were going forty miles an hour with me honking everyone out of the way and Peter’s voice still polluting the air. “YOU ARE UNDER THE INFLUENCE OF THAT NO-GOOD THIEF AND SPY! I WILL BREAK HIS SPELL!”


  “I’m under no one’s spell,” she screamed. “I can do what I want, too! See?” Mandy yanked herself back in the car and planted an awful kiss full of teeth and tongue on my mouth, while mangling my hair from its otherwise bullet-proof quaff into a messy mound with her hand.


  She pulled away and I stabbed the brakes as a yellow light turned red, throwing my right arm across Mandy so she didn’t hurtle through Lilith’s brand-new windshield. The Veterans Hall was just to my left. I’d, technically, made it in plenty of time. I just couldn’t stop—yet.


  Peter did what any pilot of a rocket car would do: hit a red button on his console and fired through the intersection like a comet, cutting in front of the onslaught of oncoming traffic from Harcourt.


  Outside Veterans Hall, a protest group of longhairs waving placards stopped their slogan-chanting to goggle at the rocket car as Peter zoomed by screaming, “HELP! THE THROTTLE IS JAMMED! I CAN’T STOP!”


  While all those eyes were on Peter, one pair of eyes was on me.


  Cactus, standing on the steps to the hall in his dress greens, glared straight at me. His body language translated loosely to: “Clean up whatever this mess is you made, Brimstone, and get back here or I will parboil your flesh until your bones flee your meat sack and run screaming into the night.”


  Mandy’s strident voice issued from behind her smeared lipstick, more or less echoing his thought. “Don’t just sit here! Save him!”


  I smiled, hit the gas, pressed my horn harder than a Swedish masseuse would a contortionist’s back knots, and thought, “Why not? It could always be worse.”
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  FRIGHTENED COMMUTERS PULLED TO THE SIDE TO get out of harm’s way as we followed the rocket’s red glare.


  “Faster!” Mandy screamed, shoving my protective arm off her clavicle. “He’s going to kill himself!”


  I used my now-free hand to wipe the sweat off my dripping forehead, then swallowed the smear of lipstick she’d left on my teeth as we cleared another block.


  The rocket’s fire snuffed out. Smoke plumed.


  “This is our chance!” I said. “Get in the back seat!”


  “But I’m wearing a skirt!”


  “Do it or he dies in his cockpit!”


  She gave me a look that made my five o’clock shadow burn. Clunky heels hit the ceiling as she climbed over, belly first.


  I’d like to say I didn’t look in the rearview mirror.


  But I did.


  And I discovered Mandy Jefferson wore no panties. I found this glistening fact somewhat distracting, but still managed to pull next to the rocket car. In his control bubble, Peter was desperately pulling at levers and mashing pedals as we raced past Grace Methodist Church and headed for the curve at Overhill Drive.


  “Jump!” I screamed and nodded at the empty passenger seat.


  “I CANNOT ABANDON MY VESSEL!”


  God, everyone in L.A. sounded like a movie script, especially when their balls were retracted.


  “Peter, there’s a dead-end parking lot with an old transformer station. Just aim the ship that way and get ready to launch!”


  Peter glared. “YOU ARE MY ENEMY AND THE ENEMY OF MY ORDER!”


  “Then jump in here and kick my ass. Just don’t kill anyone to do it, okay?


  “Do as he says!” Mandy said, sticking her head up from the back seat.


  “Peter? Can I call you that?”


  “MY ETERNAL NAME IS NOVA.”


  I honked to get a Chevy with a Nixon/Agnew bumper sticker out of my way. “Nova? You got about one minute to point this thing at the station and jump in here. That is, if you have the courage to do it. Think: what would Captain Kirk do?”


  His eyes narrowed. “STAND BY, INFERIOR!”


  My day could not get any better. “Standing by at fifty-five miles per hour. Move!”


  Peter kicked a pedal and the bubble retracted from the throne . . . and got stuck halfway down. The wind jerked Peter as the transformer station came into view, but his gloved hands maneuvered the rocket car to the right so it would hit the gray structure.


  “Hurray!”


  He yanked open the cockpit bubble. “IF I PERISH, I WILL—”


  “Shut your mouth and toss your ass!” I screamed, bringing Lilith close, hoping I could turn her back to the street and away from the rocket car’s certain doom. “NOW!”


  Peter yanked out the last cable, stood on the precipice of the bubble, and dove for the window. His helmet came through and his gloved hands scrambled for something to hold as I peeled back into traffic. His boots dragged against the asphalt like a grindstone. “I’m slipping!” One gloved hand and then the other purchased only air as we crossed Overhill.


  I shot out my right hand and grabbed him, but his weight dragged Lilith toward the rocket car’s path. My left hand wound us back—


  —and his glove slipped out of my right. “No!” I said as Peter slid out the window.


  “Mine!”


  Mandy’s burgundy nails dug into the soft flesh of Peter’s wrists, freeing me enough to pull a hard left. “You’re mine! Now!”


  BOOM!


  I slowed down and made an easy right on South La Brea Avenue. Mandy let go and Peter plopped out the window. I exited Lilith and saw the smoke cloud above the station’s demolished walls. “Well, Pete,” I said. “I’d say the maiden voyage of your rocket car will make the history books.”


  I walked around Lilith to find a throwaway scene from some B movie from the Parkway Drive-In of my childhood. On the concrete, Mandy cradled Peter’s head as she pulled off his mask; the pictures I’d taken were stashed under her plaid rump. “Oh god, honey, can you breathe?”


  Peter’s sweaty, mustached face was free, his glassy eyes starting to focus as he sucked in air with a wheeze through clenched teeth. “It was written in the cosmos that you would save me, Mandy. And you have.”


  “Well, let’s not fuss about that right now. What matters is you’re safe.”


  “And I’m late,” I said. It was nearly noon. “I hate to drop you off in the aftermath of a rocket launch, Mrs. Jefferson, but I think my work here is done.” I nodded to the dirty pictures under her ass.


  “Don’t leave me, Mandy!” he said, gripping her shoulder with rocket gloves I swore had been stolen from a foundry. “Not for this inferior.”


  I smiled. Good on you, Pete. Fight for your gal. Call me names. Make me less of a man. Whatever you need to do.


  “What, him?” She gave me a scathing look that nearly melted my eyeballs. “He’s just an investigator. I was funning you, Peter. That’s all. We can rebuild us. You just have to listen to me.”


  “So,” I said. “About the other half of my payment.”


  “You’ll get it in the mail, Mr. Brimstone,” she said, sharp and swift as a career knifeman tossing his first blade.


  I smiled. Hard. “No, Mrs. Jefferson. I won’t. If I don’t get the check I know you have in the inside pocket of your coat right now, I never will. The fire department and the cops are going to be sending out search parties for the person responsible for that explosion, and near as I can tell no one will fit the APB other than good old Peter, even without the bug mask. I have a spare pair of duds in the trunk that can replace his spaceman suit. Plus, I’ll be happy to throw in a quick lift for the two of you to that school of yours if you’ll be so kind as to hand over—”


  She tore an envelope out of her coat and tossed it to me. “Help me get him inside.”


  I TOOK THE LONG WAY AROUND INGLEWOOD TO PS 109 WHILE MANdy and Peter got him out of his Commando Cody get-up and into a spare pair of black slacks and a brown shirt I’d worn while casing the electronics shop Peter and his buddies had turned into a HQ for their science-fiction double feature sex-and-magic club.


  “Suck in your gut. God, Peter, what am I going to do with you?”


  I turned the volume up to drown out her voice, but not loud enough to kill the itching sound of a siren on my tail. I kept things nice and easy, even knowing I was doomed to Cactus’s wrath for being late with every minute I wasn’t at the hall for his big event. When doomed, try to enjoy the ride. Waylon Jennings sang ol’ Chuck Berry’s “Brown Eyed Handsome Man” just as we pulled up to the school’s parking lot. And I saw something that made me happy as hell.


  A handful of black children were enjoying lunch on the school steps as the typical shouts and screams of public school littered the air. Turns out the L.A. Superior Court had a decent bone in its body. While I was hunting sex krakens in the Valley, they’d killed all attempts to keep these kids away and desegregated the schools of the city. The black kids looked wary as white kids ran around and controlled the jungle gym, the swings, and the baseball diamond. I’d fought in Korea and seen nightmares come alive that would scare the guts out of Audie Murphy, but looking at those kids enjoying their sandwiches, surrounded by kids whose parents, just two months ago, were up in arms about how integration was a tool of the devil— well, those kids on those steps were, for me, the emblem of courage in a world that wants us to be cowards by daylight and complacent by night.


  “Ain’t that a sight,” I said.


  “Yes. Nigger children. As if my day wasn’t rough enough.”


  I had no idea how much restraint I possessed until I heard Mandy’s voice. The voice of a teacher. The voice of someone preparing kids to be grown-ups. I swallowed the ice in my throat and she kept going. “How am I supposed to teach children with no letters or math?”


  I rested my shoulder on the seat, turned, and smiled. “I will say this once. I’m friends with Gus, the janitor at this school. We’re members of the same bowling league. Real stand-up guy, Gus. Mentors black kids at the YMCA, teaches them boxing, like he learned it in the Army, back when they thought blacks needed a strong Southern man to push their platoons around like they were plantations, back when he wasn’t considered a real American like you or me, just because of the color of his skin. He’s a great guy to know, Mandy. I bet he’d help you start an after-school program to assist anyone who can’t read and write as if they were taught in a white school. I bet he’d be a great ally in the challenge ahead.”


  Her forehead crinkled. “Why would I ever do that?”


  “Just an idea. You don’t have to take it. But if I find out that you’re slacking, that you’re not treating those kids as the future of this country, if you show the kind of race favoritism that makes our country a joke after liberating Hitler’s concentration camps, well, then I might have to let your principal have the photos I took.”


  She grabbed her ass, then pulled out the folder. “I still have them.”


  I nodded. “And I have the negatives. I can make a wall mural of them if I want and hand them out with your address, just so everyone in Inglewood knows that Mrs. Jefferson’s husband needs to get his shaft wet in the cosmos.” Of course, I didn’t have the negatives. The dark room I sent the film to was holding onto them until I paid off a debt I’d forgotten about thanks to getting Lilith’s windshield fixed . . . but the vagaries of my fiscal life didn’t seem prudent to share at this juncture.


  She slapped Peter so hard I felt my own molars scream. Peter shook in my dark clothes, one size too small for his frame. “Don’t just sit like a mole on a hill, Peter. Do something!”


  Pete flinched, then tossed a right that looked like he was throwing a softball. He tagged my face and I winced.


  I hissed. “Good shot, Pete. I deserve it. Now why don’t you help your wife out of the car and try and lay low before the cops drag you in for questioning about your use of rockets as sex gear.”


  Peter scrambled out of the car. “Come on, Mandy! Lunch is almost over.”


  Mandy bared her teeth. Some of her lipstick had smeared across them like blood. “Never took you for a nigger lover, Brimstone.”


  I sighed. “I never took you for a sexually regressive bigot who clearly wants to be her husband’s mother. But, here we are.”


  She raised her hand.


  “I owed your husband a shot. But if that racist hand hits me, I’ll start the battle cry, ‘Teacher has no panties.’” I covered my mouth with my hand. “What would your students think, Mrs. Jefferson?”


  Her hand shook, Peter beckoned, and she clenched her manila envelope with her burgundy talons before rolling out of Lilith in a huff. I peeled out gently, knowing the fuse was lit for my ass-kicking at the Legion Hall, and worrying about the future.


  By the time I’d circled back to Slauson and Harcourt, the fire department was already extinguishing the rocket car, two LAPD squad cars flanked the wreckage, and I was glad that all eyes were on the fiasco and fire and not the Dodge Dart that had run beside it. I pulled an illegal U-turn and replayed my drive to the hall, this time without dragging the tin cans of Peter and Mandy behind me.


  The parking lot had become a mini-Woodstock of longhairs and megaphones. I pulled into the lot to find Cactus waiting. The fury of his gaze had dropped to sub-zero temperatures, akin to the Chosin River that gave our platoon frostbite.


  Outside Lilith, the protesters chanted “No more Nixon! Election Fixing! Cambodia bombing! Baby Killing!”


  I stepped out of Lilith. “I thought the bombing campaign was done.”


  “Kids are still dying,” Cactus said. “So, they keep protesting. And you’re late.”


  “Cactus, I would have been on time if I hadn’t been chased by that amazing machine you saw blasting the street.”


  He stepped forward and I shut up. “Didn’t ask for excuses. Don’t care who popped you a weak fist, either. Come on. You need to bear witness.” He marched toward the protesters. I followed.


  The bearded man with the American flag T-shirt and megaphone blasted stats on casualties and horrors that were becoming fodder for gory headlines and evening news broadcasts, so much so that I was glad I still enjoyed news via the wires. But it wasn’t just Vietnam that was bad. My last case before Mandy arrived involved a kid named Roger who had run away from San Diego to become a rock-and-roll star. His sister believed his taste in music was touched by Satan himself and found my ad in the Free Press. I hunted for the kid in the strip’s motel alleys and gutter bars and found him with a girl his age, a needle in his arm, and downers down her throat: two beautiful corpses wearing black T-shirts with band logos and soiled flares. Not a taste of magic around it. No Satan needed to be a casualty in the aftermath of the peace and love generation. Then you read in the L.A. Times about Latino laborers murdered by the Sausage King’s warehouse in East L.A., the rising tide of White Nationalism brewing around integration of schools, and the tired old lines about black violence, black rape, and black fears coming out of the children of GIs who broke down the doors at Buchenwald and you wonder, what in the hell kind of short-term memory loss does this city have?


  A ripe avocado smacked my calf, and I turned.


  Long-haired folks, some with mustaches, filled the ranks. All draft age or younger, some carrying placards high, armpits sweated to darkness on T-shirts that declared everything from KILL TRICKY DICK to LED ZEP, a British rock band that did a great job of exploiting black American blues. A couple of armpits stuck out because they were locked down by arms pinching skateboards to their ribs. They were younger, quieter, but no less present. Like kids following their big brother and sis into the fray.


  The chanting grew, and I wondered if the radicals and freaks who hated the state would endure longer than those dropping out of the mainstream and finding the death blossom of youth in some sleazy motel named after a dead president or violent ends at the hands of cops who cause Latino and black mothers to mourn. Whatever else the 1970s were becoming, they were first and foremost a graveyard of idealism akin to what I saw in the 1950s, with hate for Freedom Riders tearing people apart. Plus ça change, the French say. Here’s hoping the kids with megaphones and placards would keep fighting against war and the other horseman of the apocalypse I saw every day in this beautiful veneer of a city: bigotry, abuse, and damnation.


  When a Honey Gold apple smacked my cheek harder than Peter’s punch, I snapped back to the moment. The hall was a single story of gray brick but with nice, big windows up top that allowed the L.A. sunshine inside.


  Cactus walked past a grizzled vet, a guy with hell in his eyes and fruit stains on his shirt, and his campaign medals attested he was, honest to god, a doughboy from the Great War, as well as the “good” one twenty years later. Made him seventy if he joined when he was sixteen. The disgust on his face could fill the sewers of hell. He looked at me—wearing an orange-and-brown polyester suit and brown-and-white wingtips, slightly scuffed—comparing my attire to his immaculate dress greens and spit-polished boots that had likely walked through more battlefields than anyone in a nuclear blast radius.


  “Death merchant!” screamed a young woman who, I presume, lobbed the apple. Her dark wire-rimmed glasses hid her eyes. Freckles spread across her cheeks. “You’re responsible for My Lai! War criminal!”


  That stung. “Never served in ’Nam,” I said. “But you’re right. Charlie Company should be drawn and quartered for what they did.”


  “Charlie Company?” she said. “It could have been anyone created by the military-industrial complex!” Despite her vitriol, I was taken by the tall guy with a thin blond mustache standing silent behind her. His loose flannel shirt and smooth tan pegged him as “Native to Cali.” Fit as a career surfer and stoic as a Greek philosopher, he placed one hand on the angry woman’s shoulder. She quieted and sighed.


  But his hands twitched as he touched her, with the precision of a metronome. Like his hand was a ticking stopwatch.


  “Just get out! Stop killing!”


  I turned back to the vet near the door but caught sight of something else that stuck out like weeds on a ceiling. Big guy, hard face with shark eyes, just standing in the middle of the screamers. Hair was long, but ragged. Scars on his arms. He was stewing in place, seemingly feeding off the rage of the protestors but doing nothing himself, like a doppelganger to the Gentle Blond Giant with the deep, dark tan.


  A biker?


  “You with them,” the old timer said, “or you with us?”


  I smiled. “I’m with Cactus.” An orange crashed into my spine and I pushed my way into the dark of the hall.


  I realized how strange it was that Cactus would ask me to witness his event. Maybe he just wanted to see me pelted with a poor man’s Santa Fe salad.
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  CACTUS STOOD SOLID AS GRANITE ON THE PINE-wood stage at the front of a room the size of a high school gymnasium. Next to him: a white-blond man in his twenties, also in dress greens, who was stuck in a wheelchair but with what appeared to be both his legs intact. A victim of what I presumed were the devil’s playthings in Vietnam: Bouncing Betty mines. Shrapnel in the spine can cut a man in half inside, leaving him with legs but no way to run. The man in the wheelchair looked up at Cactus with grit, not resentment or a thousand-yard stare. He was present and accounted for at the front of a hall.


  The stings on my cheek and spine from flying fruit soon dissipated within the presence of so many mutilated hearts, minds, and bodies. Soldiers from wars stretching back to the Argonne and hunting bandits in the Philippines sat alone or beside younger wounded creatures from Normandy and Okinawa and my vintage from Inchon and Chosin, some with graying wives wearing Sunday bests. The closer you got to the back of the auditorium, the younger the veteran, and the fewer the seats taken. The copious amount of Brut 33 I’d splashed on that morning did nothing to reduce my sense of smell to such an extent that I could ignore the wounds of all the men who had experienced the hell of combat. Even though long healed, they always smelled like road kill baking on freshly laid tar in the Oakland sun.


  But there was no taste of magic in the room. No flavor of ghosts or other abominations. I’d had reason to worry about such flavors since Tabitha Vance nearly served me as a crumpet at a sex kraken’s breakfast. We hide the dead and dying, of course, in retirement homes, hospitals and cemeteries, alleys and dumpsters, psych wards and street graves. But in L.A., youth is god, and shines a light so bright that those who worship it want all evidence of the inevitable locked away. But those caught between worlds? The dead who do not die, the phantoms who find no peace, the in-betweeners who love to chitchat and seem to know me as if I had a neon sigil on my back saying: “Please, Creatures of the Abyss, Tell Me Your Problems!”? They all had largely lain silent since the craziness of the summer, and for that I was grateful.


  I sighted what must be my intended seat sitting empty in the front row. A silver-haired major in dress with an Irish chin and razor-burned neck was at the podium, so I had no urge to make my way forward—smiling against the scoffing faces of men who had learned to kill, my vain attempts at mouthing “sorry” being as unwelcome as shit stains on a Gutenberg Bible—while he was speaking.


  The major began belting out words that easily cut through the noise from the megaphone mouths of the outside youths, which were already muffled by the hall’s walls.


  “. . . which is why we are recognizing the efforts of Sergeant Cochise Sandoval Hayes,” he said, and I bristled at the pronunciation of all of Cactus’s name. It had been a fact of life in Korea that no one called him by his Apache or Mexican names—hence his instruction to all of us upon hitting the frigid Chosin Reservoir valley that “so long as your white mouths are under my eyes, you will call me Cactus or I’ll give you two language lessons, courtesy of each fist.”


  “. . . on behalf of the Legion, in fundraising support for the widows of our fallen comrades, and for his substantial contribution to the Legion’s oral history of both the Italian campaign and Korea. We award him this plaque for volunteering above and beyond the call of duty.”


  The applause was heavy, which had little to do with Cactus and everything to do with drowning out the faint calls of “baby killers” from outside the thick walls and high ceilings. I used the hand-slaps to walk forward fast and found that the left section was filled with most of the vets. My designated seat was in the “friends and family” section on the right. Cactus must have thought I’d come in civilian outfit. He was right.


  My slacks hit the chair before the applause died and Cactus spoke clear and strong as if barking out our morning tasks. “Thank you, Major Armagh. I accept this today not for my efforts, but on behalf of those who have lost their loved ones. The bereaved are casualties as much as any of us. And today I’d like to dedicate the actual award to a special person.”


  Oh hell. Not me. It can’t be me.


  “Private Murray Arrows.”


  Whew, I sighed.


  The woman next to me gave me an iced glance that was so disdainful you’d think she’d been born upon Mount Olympus so she could glare down at mere mortals and turn them to stone. The smell of money that came off her was pure Robber Baron Princess perfume and whatever the French were spraying on themselves this fall so they didn’t have to smell their piss-covered streets. She wasn’t born here, since she wore beige stockings with her cream pumps. She was a Connecticut transfer in tan skirt and sleeveless white blouse showing the kind of trim muscle you get from years of tennis and swimming. Hair a modified Jackie O tribute with a sliver of silver in her deep black locks. Around her bronzed neck was wrapped a gold necklace that could erase most of the national debt. Her disdain was dense enough to churn my guts.


  I smiled.


  The disdain congealed. And, sad to say, I liked it—until my brain smacked me with the name Cactus had uttered.


  I blinked.


  Murray Arrows? The name stabbed me in the chest, and I knew I was the one who was screwed.


  “Get out of my husband’s seat!” hissed the woman, and I hoped to hell this wasn’t the widow of Murray Arrows. “It’s reserved for him!”


  Murray Arrows. Last time I checked, he was dead.


  “And to accept the award on Murray’s behalf,” Cactus said, “his bunk mate, Corporal James Brimstone.”


  No one clapped. I made my way to the stage and Cactus glared as he put the award, a plaque with gold lettering framed in black, into my hand. “Do what I cannot,” he grunted, sub-audible to anyone who hadn’t been trained to hang on his every word. He stepped down and took his seat with the vets.


  The blond man in the wheelchair nodded, grimly, as if he could feel the pain I was in, which made what I was about to say even worse.


  The eyes of the soldiers bored into me, and all I could think was that I smelled like applesauce, orange juice, and overripe avocado.


  “Uh, hello, everyone. Sorry about the duds, but I lost my for-malwear when we demobilized, though if I knew there would be such a great crowd I would have at least worn green instead of brown and orange, which to all you fine men must look like camo for a pumpkin patch.”


  Silence.


  Sigh. I was never one for speeches. “As Cactus . . . Sergeant Hayes noted, I served with Murray in Korea.”


  My stomach sank.


  I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to talk about Murray’s death or his informal career as a historian. Because the last thing I wanted to do was discuss his life in the barracks. Arrows was a racist son of a bitch and viewed everything through the lens of the antebellum South. For instance, Cactus was a “warrior Injun,” a phrase that earned him two black eyes. Talking with Arrows was useless since, like most amateur historians, he believed his volume of reading meant depth of understanding, and his ignorance of debunked racial theories was covered up by his refrain of “you’ve been co-opted.” All of which made the death of Murray Arrows at Chosin that much uglier: his burp gun blasting so loud it deafened his shouting, “Die, you commie gook bastards!” before he was overwhelmed buying our platoon time to cross a frozen stream to find deeper cover to hold off the human wave of horror that was the Chinese army. Cactus wouldn’t say a good word about him, because to lie that much would make him less of a man. But me? I was already a worm.


  My silence insulted the crowd. So, I coughed. The beauty in the front row clenched her teeth so hard it would have turned pearls to dust.


  “To his family,” I said, “I can say this without any trace of dishonesty—” which sounded like shit as soon as I said it “—that Murray Arrows—” a hateful, self-righteous putz “—died saving my life and the lives of many soldiers. Chances are, I would not be here today if not for the last acts of Murray Arrows—” you racist shithook. “Thank you.”


  The Legion Hall filled with the sickly noise known as a “smattering” of applause.


  I bowed, smelling of citrus and berry, then ambled to the stage steps, passing the wheelchair man in glasses, who gave me his full attention. “Sorry about your friend,” he said in a strong voice. Much stronger than mine, and I like to think my baritone can punch above its weight class. “And, please, you can have my seat.” He pointed at the one next to the ice queen. He tapped his wheelchair. “I came with my own.” He smiled at the self-inflicted joke. I wasn’t sure if that took courage or sadism.


  I grinned. “Thanks, sir.” I offered my hand. “James Brimstone.”


  He took it and squeezed hard to make sure I knew that, with the exception of his legs, everything in his body was in its prime. For anyone who hadn’t been trained in carny hand-torture or raised, as Cactus was, with men whose bodies were weapons of war and labor, such a grip would make them wince. “Alan Carruthers.” I winced for his benefit, and he released his iron grip.


  “Too kind,” I said, nodding, then stepped down as Major Armagh spoke. “Now, our final award.”


  I took the seat next to the brunette. The platinum wedding band below a sizeable diamond solitaire on her left hand indicated she was Lady Carruthers.


  Mrs. Carruthers’ legs were clamped together, her posture stiff, and her focus dead on her husband. But every ounce of this woman’s aura bathed me with contempt. If I’d read Marx as a street rat in Oakland, I would have said she was my class enemy at birth. But she was a princess of wealth from the rich lands of America, where you’re never too thin or rich and you pay other people to make your life easier.


  The Irish major belted on. “Private Alan Carruthers not only served his country bravely overseas, including being awarded the Purple Heart and Bronze Star,” neither of which Alan wore, “but since his return and recovery, has led the charge for assisting wounded veterans of our nation’s foreign wars with medical support from outreach programs created by Carruthers and Carruthers.”


  C and C? C & C Pharmaceutical? The drug giant, whose jingles for Relax aspirin burrowed into your ears and laid eggs that hatched while you were out and about, only to find yourself humming, “When pain begins to throb, and your patience is robbed, there’s no time to delay! Take command of your day! With C & C—Relax!”


  Ice Princess clutched her cream leather purse with a well-manicured hand.


  “Alan has been instrumental in the success of the outreach program, visiting members who have since moved throughout California, and made sure that no stone was left unturned in finding them the best possible care on the home front. This is why he is receiving the Outreach Award for 1970.”


  Everyone clapped, washing the stain of my performance from the room and drowning out the protesting chants.


  The chants turned weird. It sounded as if there was a tussle outside. The kind of noise you heard working an attraction tent, a rumble that wasn’t the normal scuff of shoes on dirt paths or the swish of denim overalls and chinos: grunts and shoves sounding louder than they were, triggering the fear in the back of every carny’s neck that someone would belt out a “Hey, rube!”—the Armageddon Call to Arms for those in the circuit to put up their dukes against the marks from civvie street.


  “Thank you, everyone,” Alan said. I kept my head straight and focused, lest his wife turn me to ice with one disdainful glare. “I’m accepting this on behalf of myself and my brother, Foster, who couldn’t be here today, but wanted me to express his gratitude. If I am the wheels of the outreach program, Foster is the driver, and we’re both honored to receive this award.”


  “Hey!” someone yelled from outside.


  A pregnant second of silence followed before my reflexes jerked my head around.


  A brick crashed through the high windows, shattering glass over the back row. The people there scattered. Soldiers aged from twenty to eighty were on their feet, heading for the door with angry fists, but a dark spheroid came through the broken window. Before we could think, there was a chorus of a single word:


  “GRENADE!”
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  ARMY-TRAINED REFLEXES MOVED FASTER THAN my active mind. I grabbed Alan Carruthers’s wife in a bear hug, running hard from the predicted drop zone of the grenade. She screamed “No!” in my ear before I dived to the ground and pinned her to the floor, covering her with my male sprawl as I counted, three, two—


  BANG!


  The air sizzled with shrapnel, sounding like live blenders flying around the room. I hugged Alan’s wife close, hands pinned under my chest. Every fiber of my body was itching to reach for a rifle I didn’t have to return fire. My lungs crackled as I took in a huff, then I felt lines of pain perforating my back, and heard cries of horror around me.


  I pulled myself off of Mrs. Carruthers. Her eyes were wide, hands shaking. “Hey!” I said, hard and firm. “Listen! We have to get you out. Can you walk?”
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